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Millions of  women and girls participate in outdoor recreation and adventure 
each year (Henderson, 1996), and yet they exist in appallingly small numbers as 
(student and professional) technical trip leaders, directors of  outdoor programs in 
university settings, and directors of  national organizations with outdoor emphasis. 
This disparity in leadership indicates the need to increase the quality of  women’s 
experiences in the outdoors. In this paper, I will review feminist critiques of  outdoor 
adventure theory and explore the controversies surrounding gender-specific outdoor 
experiences and/or trips. Additionally, I will address alternative theories and 
practices that empower, support, and enable women to buy into outdoor adventure 
and leadership without personally or professionally “selling out.” 
With	 the	millions	of 	women	and	girls	participating	 in	outdoor	 recreation	and	
adventure	(Henderson,	1996),	educators	and	student	affairs	professionals	might	
wonder if  there is still a need for gender-specific programming, mentoring for 
women,	and/or	change	to	the	outdoor	and	experiential	education	trainings,	pro-
grams, and curriculum. Current literature in the field indicates that it is impera-






tives on what type of  leadership opportunities are appropriate to encourage confi-
dent,	empowered	female	outdoor	leaders.	One	of 	the	most	prominent	controver-
sies that I will explore involves gender-specific adventure programming and trips. 






deserve	 access	 to	 leadership	 skills	 to	progress	 through	 education	 and	govern-
ment,	 and	 to	 affect	 change	 (Nagai,	 1997).	An	ongoing	 challenge	 surrounding	
institutional	 support	 for	 women	 undergraduate	 leadership	 involves	 students’	
lack	 of 	 awareness	 of 	 their	 own	needs.	Undergraduate	women	 tend	 to	 equate	
equality	with	 female	 representation	 in	 leadership	 roles.	Nagai	 emphasizes	 that	
this	assumption	is	false:	Having	a	critical	mass	of 	women	in	positions	of 	pow-
er	 does	 not	 indicate	 a	 lack	 of 	 institutionalized	 sexism	within	 a	 society	 or	 or-
ganization.	 She	 also	 states	 that	 educators	 need	 to	 encourage	women	 students	
to	speak	out	about	their	concerns,	recognize	gender	inequities	on	campus	and	
in	 society,	 and	become	visible	 leaders	 throughout	 all	 aspects	of 	 campus.	This	
includes	the	representation	of 	women	leaders	in	outdoor	organizations	(1997).	
Undergraduate	 women	 can	 gain	 support	 and	 leadership	 opportuni-
ties	 in	 outdoor	 adventure	 through	 all-women	 groups	 and	 ongoing	 ex-
posure	 to	 feminist	 role	 models.	 Feminism	 can	 play	 a	 large	 role	 in	 liber-
ating	 outdoor	 adventure	 experiences	 for	 women.	 As	 Crepezzi	 explains,
When women encounter feminism it can significantly alter their pre-
viously	 held	 beliefs,	 like	 bell	 hooks’	 experience	 at	 Stanford	 Uni-
versity when feminism “rocked” the campus, hooks (2000) re-
flects, “feminist thinking helped us unlearn female self-hatred. It 
enabled	 us	 to	 break	 free	 of 	 the	 hold	 patriarchal	 thinking	 had	 on	
our consciousness” (p. 14). Feminism ultimately gave women the 
right	 to	 draw	 from	 experience	 rather	 than	 training.	 (2007,	 p.	 10)
Undergraduate	 women	 in	 outdoor	 education	 have	 the	 same	 opportunity	 es-
pecially	 through	 the	 increase	 of 	 all-women	 programs	 and	 trips	 and	 access	 to	
gender-specific learning environments. 
Gender and Women-specific Outdoor Experiences
Two	 questions	 traditionally	 evolve	 out	 of 	 learning	 about	 women-only	 trips:	
“Why are there women-only trips?” and “Why would a woman choose a 
women’s trip?” Interestingly enough parallel questions, such as “Why a men’s 
trip?” are never asked of  men. McClintock believes the reasons women 
choose to go on women-specific trips are quite obvious. The growing popu-
larity	of 	women’s	trips	would	indicate	that	women	want	to	be	in	the	outdoors	
with	 other	 women.	 “Outdoor-trip	 businesses	 run	 all-women’s	 trips	 for	 the	
simple reason that they sell” (1996, p. 19). Although the literature overwhelm-
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ingly lends credence to gender-specific environments for women, choosing 
these	experiences	still	carries	a	stigma	due	to	lack	of 	awareness	and	education.	
In addition to the popularity of  women’s trips, gender-specific learning environ-
ments	have	 shown	positive	 results	 for	women	 and	girls.	 In	 fact,	 it	was	 found	
that	 all-girl	 schools	 consistently	 provided	 a	 better	 educational	 environment	
when	resources	were	equal.	Implications	for	adventure	education	were	explored	
through	a	review	of 	research	published	throughout	the	mid	1980s	which	deter-
mined	 that	 in	 various	 education	 systems	boys	usually	 received	more	 attention	
than	girls.	It	has	been	shown	that	this	trend	carries	into	higher	education	(Hen-
derson, 1999). A different source elaborates on the findings involving gender 
and	 leadership.	“Riordan’s	 (1990)	more	recent	review	of 	 the	 literature	showed	
that	males	 are	more	 likely	 to	 assume	 leadership	 positions,	 be	more	 orally	 ac-
tive, and more influential than females in all types of  groups and situations” 
(Henderson, 1996, p. 249). Without gender-specific learning environments 
women	will	continue	to	be	relegated	to	second	class	citizens	in	various	aspects.	
Gender-specific experiences in outdoor education have shown little vari-
ance since 1982. Several themes emerge from research on gender-specific 
groups	 in	 outdoor	 settings.	 Those	 themes	 transcend	 the	 literature	 in	 spe-
cific fields. They include emotional and physical safety, the freedom to throw 
out	 gender	 role	 stereotypes,	 the	 opportunity	 to	 develop	 close	 connections	
with	 other	 women,	 a	 comfortable	 environment	 for	 both	 a	 beginner	 or	 high-
ly	 skilled	 outdoorswoman,	 and	 opportunities	 to	 have	 or	 be	 a	 role	 model	 or	
leader	 (Henderson,	 1996).	 It	 is	 apparent	 that	 these	 qualities	 are	 important	 to	
women	in	outdoor	settings.	It	is	noteworthy	that	Henderson	is	hesitant	to	sug-
gest	 that	 these	 goals	 could	 be	 accomplished	 in	mixed-gender	 settings	 (1996).	
Positive outcomes of  gender-specific trips and leadership opportuni-
ties	 correlate	 to	 women’s	 feminist	 identity	 development	 where	 “embed-
dedness-emanation, is integral to development” (Crepezzi, 2007, p. 11) 
and “characterized by a first phase involving the discovery of  sister-
hood,	 and	 immersion	 in	 women’s	 culture,	 and	 a	 preference	 for	 social-
izing with women to the exclusion of  men” (Bargad & Hyde, 1991, p. 183). 
Feminist	identity	development	is	one	approach	to	answering	the	continuous	stream	
of  questions raised about women-specific experiences, though most questions are 
never	answered	to	the	level	of 	satisfaction	that	they	have	stopped	being	asked.	The	
most common question posed is, “Why are you going on an all-women’s trip?” 
Mary McClintock (1996) reflects on her experience with this never-ending question: 
I	have	lost	track	of 	the	number	of 	times	I	have	been	asked	[this]…Nor	
can I remember the wide variety of  responses, ranging from flippant 
to	 serious,	 that	 I	have	given	over	 the	 years.	 Sometimes,	 the	question	
32 •  The Vermont Connection • 2008 • Volume 29
is	 asked	with	 a	 genuine	 interest	 and	 support,	 but	 often	 the	question	
is	 asked	 in	 a	 hostile,	 offensive	 manner.	 Other	 all-women’s	 groups	
and	 organizations	 regularly	 face	 similar	 questions,	 especially	 if 	 their	
activity	 or	 purpose	 challenges	 traditional	 gender	 roles.	 After	 twen-
ty	 years	 of 	 experience	 on	 all-women’s	 trips,	 I	 thought	 that	 question	
would not be asked anymore. But I continue to hear “Why?” (p. 18)
When	McClintock	further	explored	the	reasons	that	women	choose	gender-spe-
cific trips she found a variety of  answers. Yet there were some clear themes 
that	emerged	in	her	Mountains, Back Roads, Rivers, and Women	class.	Those	themes	
include	 the	 emotional	 and	 physical	 safety	 of 	 all	 women’s	 trips,	 the	 freedom	
to	 step	out	of 	gender	 role	 stereotypes,	 the	opportunity	 to	develop	close	con-
nections	with	 other	women,	 and	 a	 comfortable	 environment	 for	 either	 a	 be-
ginner	learning	new	skills	or	an	expert	with	highly	advanced	skills.	These	same	
themes	 are	 woven	 throughout	 Henderson’s	 (1996)	 and	 McClintock’s	 (1996)	
findings of  female participants on all-women trips. This indicates several uni-




She cautions that this may be one of  the most difficult questions to answer 
because,	 “In	 answering	 to	herself,	 a	woman	often	has	 to	overcome	 the	 social	
conditioning	 that	 has	 trained	 her	 not	 to	 choose	 to	meet	 her	 own	 needs,	 but	









in any traditionally oppressed population organize. It may be the first time that 










sure	of 	women	 in	 the	outdoors.	Often	women	were,	 and	continue	 to	be,	 left	
out	 of 	 outdoor	 leadership	 literature.	Henderson	 (1996)	 states	 that	 if 	 they	 are	
mentioned	at	all,	 they	are	exploited	by	male	colleagues	or	 relegated	 to	a	help-
mate	 role.	Their	 accomplishments	 are	often	questioned,	minimized,	or	 trivial-
ized. Past efforts to include women have involved the “add women and stir” 
method	of 	 research	 and	practice,	 in	which	 those	who	notice	 that	women	 are	
missing	believe	several	examples	or	exceptions	to	the	universal	male	experience	
might	be	 important	 to	note.	“Underlying	 the	 idea	of 	 ‘adding	women’	 is	a	no-
tion	that	women	ought	to	be	acknowledged,	but	such	acknowledgment	generally	
means	that	women	are	judged	in	terms	of 	their	contributions	based	on	typical	





those	 are	 perspectives	 of 	 liberal,	 cultural,	 and	 radical	 feminists.	 Yet	 all	 per-
spectives	 lead	 to	 one	 purpose:	 “Feminism	 is	 concerned	 with	 the	 correction	
of 	 both	 the	 invisibility	 and	 distortion	 of 	 female	 experience	 in	 ways	 relevant	
to	 social	 changes	 and	 the	 removal	 of 	 all	 forms	 of 	 inequality	 and	 oppression	
in society” (Henderson, Bialeschki, Shaw, & Freysinger, 1989, as cited in Hen-
derson,	1996,	p.	107).	Liberal	feminists	suggest	that	women	should	have	equal	
rights	 in	 outdoor	 participation	 and	 that	 their	 leadership	 opportunities	 should	
be	similar	 to	 those	of 	men.	Cultural	 feminists	are	dedicated	to	seeing	and	fo-
cusing	 on	 the	 uniqueness	 of 	 women’s	 outdoor	 experiences	 and	 leadership	
styles.	 Finally,	 radical	 feminists	 suggest	 that	 women	 should	 choose	 their	 own	
style	 of 	 outdoor	 leadership	 and	 these	 forms	have	 the	 potential	 to	 look	 com-
pletely	 different	 from	male	models.	Henderson	 (1996)	 advocates	 for	 combin-
ing	these	perspectives	to	give	a	broader	understanding	of 	outdoor	experience.	
A	corrective	method	 intended	 to	avoid	 the	undesirable	 and	unattainable	 stan-
dards	of 	male	 leadership	 is	gender	analysis	 (Henderson,	1996).	Gender	analy-
ses	explore	the	myriad	social	and	cultural	expectations	that	accompany	a	child’s	
sex	when	 born.	 The	 biological	 sex	 of 	 the	 child	 leads	 to	 a	 series	 of 	 life	 long	
gender	 expectations	 which	 have	 implications	 for	 outdoor	 participation	 and	
leadership.	 This	 analysis	 argues	 that	 “the	 meaning	 of 	 gender	 is	 constructed	
by society and each of  us is socialized into that construction” (Henderson, 
1996,	 p.	 111).	 Leadership	 styles	 based	 on	 gender	 stereotypes	 have	 recently	
been explored as more influential than the actual gender or sex of  the leader. 
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In	a	study	of 	young	adults	immersed	in	an	outdoor	program,	it	was	determined	
that	“prelearned	gender	beliefs	and	behaviors	were	brought	to	the	outdoor	edu-
cation program and these influenced actions and supported a hierarchical power 
structure based on hegemonic masculinity” (Pinch, 2007, p. 422). The girls and 
boys	sometimes	experimented	with	different	roles	and	challenged	stereotypical	
gendered	behaviors	which	 reinforced	 that	gender	 as	 a	 social	 construct	 is	pro-
duced	and	reproduced	through	actions	of 	individuals	and	social	groups.	Some	
diversity	 of 	 gender	 expression	was	 tolerated	but	harsh	 consequences,	 such	 as	
social isolation, were implemented for those that “stepped too far out of  line” 
(Pinch,	 2007,	 p.	 423).	According	 to	 Pinch,	 outdoor	 education	 has	 the	 poten-
tial to encourage the deconstruction of  gender, but defining explicit steps nec-
essary	 for	 it	 to	become	 that	 change	 agent	 remains	 a	 challenge.	This	 transfor-
mation	may	require	tackling	gender	processes	 in	a	more	direct	fashion	(2007).	
Challenging	Traditional	Theories	and	Metaphors
Metaphors are utilized in the form of  activities in the field of  adventure ther-
apy	 and	 experiential	 education.	 They	 are	 recognized	 as	 an	 effective	 method	
for	 transferring	 participants’	 learning	 into	 purposeful	 change	 outside	 of 	 the	
experiential	 learning	environment.	They	can	be	utilized	 to	assist	with	address-
ing	behaviors	associated	with	substance	and	illegal	drug	abuse,	as	well	as	eating	
disorders	 such	 as	 bulimia	 and	 anorexia.	 There	 are	 two	 basic	 forms	 of 	meta-
phors:	 imposed-metaphors	 and	 derived-metaphors.	An	 imposed-metaphor	 in-
volves	the	facilitator	or	adventure	therapist	instructing	the	participant	to	visual-
ize different elements of  an activity as specific things. For example, a river is 
the	 obstacle	 and	walking	 to	 the	 other	 side	 of 	 the	 river	 is	 success.	A	derived-
metaphor	 involves	 the	 participant	 drawing	 their	 own	metaphors	 which	 often	
look	very	different	depending	on	the	individuals’	experiences;	success	is	deter-
mined	by	the	participant.	Individual	interpretations	may	involve	drawing	mean-
ing	 out	 of 	 sitting	 on	 the	 bank	 of 	 the	 river	 observing	wildlife,	walking	 in	 the	
river	but	not	across	it,	touching	or	smelling	the	river	environment	(Mack,	1996).	
Heidi	Mack	explains	these	metaphors	in	relation	to	women’s	experiences.		The	
belief 	 that	metaphors	 are	 an	effective	way	 to	bring	 about	 change	 in	 individu-
als	 does	 not	 necessarily	mean	 that	 existing	metaphoric	 constructions	 address	
the specific needs and voices of  women, how we learn, and how we experi-
ence.	Carol	Gilligan	(1982)	speaks	of 	“theories	in	which	men’s	experiences	stand	
for	 all	 of 	human	experience—theories	which	 eclipse	 the	 lives	of 	women	and	
shut out women’s voices” (Mack, 1996, p. xiii). It is vital that outdoor meta-
phors evolve to allow all participants to create their own definitions of  mean-
ing	 and	 success	 (i.e.,	 using	 any	 or	 all	 senses	 to	 experience	 an	 environment).	








together” (p. 24). Mack also notes “that women have an incredible capacity to in-
ternalize	information	about	their	situation	but	lack	the	tools	to	transfer	that	knowl-






tain	populations.	Mack	counters	 that	when	outdoor	 instructors	direct	and	 im-
pose	metaphors,	 rather	 than	 encourage	women	 to	 construct	 their	 own	 based	
on	 individual	 needs,	 they	 only	 “disenable	 women	 by	 modeling	 ‘others	 know	
what is best’” for them (p. 27). This knowledge may require student affairs 
professionals	 and	 educators	 to	 re-evaluate	 teaching	 styles	 to	 appropriately	 en-
able	 students	 of 	 any	 gender	 identity	 to	 thrive	within	 their	 own	 critical	 think-
ing	and	experiential	learning	processes.	These	metaphors	are	commonly	utilized	
in	university	adventure	programming	and	adventure	ropes	courses.	Being	more	
conscious	 about	 altering	 metaphoric	 philosophies	 will	 allow	 trip	 and	 course	
facilitators	 to	 better	 serve	 their	 student	 clients	 in	 achieving	 personal	 goals.	
Myths	that	Prevent	Full	Participation	from	Women
One	of 	 the	many	challenges	for	women	 in	outdoor	 leadership	 is	 the	pressure	
of 	 having	 to	 consistently	 prove	 their	 competency	 to	 male	 participants,	 part-
ners,	 co-leaders,	 and	 employers	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	defend	 their	 right	 to	 a	 pres-
ence	 in	 outdoor	 adventure/leadership.	 By	 addressing	 these	 myths	 and	 reali-
ties,	 both	 personally	 and	 professionally,	 student	 affairs	 practitioners	 will	 have	
a	 greater	 understanding	 of 	 the	 myths	 that	 perpetuate	 through	 generations.	
For	women,	access	to	outdoor	 leadership,	and	the	acknowledgment	of 	the	re-





move on” (1985, p. 10). Warren states that ultimately adventure leaders must recog-
nize	that	women’s	experiences	are	different	and	unique,	and	programming	should	
correspond	with	this	varied	perspective.	The	concept	that	experiential	education’s	




ture programs can respond to the specific needs of  women in the wilderness (1985). 
The	most	 prominent	myths	 facing	women	 in	 the	 outdoors	 include	 the	Myth	
of 	 Accessibility	 (outdoor	 experiences	 and	 opportunities	 are	 widely	 available	
to	women),	 the	Myth	of 	Egalitarianism	(gender	equity	 is	not	a	 reality	 in	soci-
ety	 but	 is	 in	 the	woods),	 the	Myth	 of 	 Square	One	 (all	 people	 start	 from	 the	
same	place	as	beginners	 in	outdoor	education),	 the	Myth	of 	 the	Superwoman	
(women	with	outstanding	 technical	 skill	 and	competency	are	 the	exception	 to	
the	gender—this	myth	maintains	stereotypes	about	women’s	abilities	and	place	
in	society),	and	the	Myth	of 	the	Heroic	Quest	(all	people	should	explore	out-
door adventure through a “conquer and defeat” lens). This series of  myths not 
only	prevents	women,	who	are	one	of 	the	largest	groups	of 	people	experienc-
ing	the	outdoors,	from	fully	immersing	themselves	in	the	outdoors,	but	it	 lim-
its	 all	 genders’	 perceptions	 of 	women	 (Warren,	 1985).	 Student	 affairs	 profes-
sionals	 should	be	mindful	of 	 these	myths	when	making	decisions	 concerning	
the	evaluation	of 	dynamics	in	outdoor	clubs,	hiring	of 	trip	leaders,	and	recruit-
ment	 of 	women	 in	 all	 forms	 of 	 outdoor	 programming.	 Professionals	 greatly	
influence perceptions of  women in the outdoors by continual self-education.
Now	What?
Is	 there	 a	 realistic	means	 for	 women	 to	 assume	 leadership	 roles	 and	 still	 re-
main	 authentic	 to	 their	 value	 system	 and	 style?	 How	 does	 one	 “buy	 into	
leadership” without “selling out” to dominant forms of  male leadership? 
Understanding	that	 leadership	styles	 in	outdoor	adventure	are	not	exclusive	to	
other fields may give insight into possible directions for the future of  leader-
ship.	 In	a	 recent	edition	of 	 the	Harvard Business Review	 (2007),	 it	was	 reported	
that	remaining	true	to	one’s	own	style	is	not	just	a	trend	but	now	a	preference	
and	standard	for	current	leaders.	A	great	leader	is	one	that	understands	that	the	
“incomplete leader” is more competent than one that does not acknowledge her, 
zir,	or	his	weaknesses.	A	leader	that	can	collaborate,	delegate,	and	use	consensus	
is	much	more	powerful	than	someone	who	is	afraid	to	lose	power.	It	must	be	
acknowledged	that	 this	style	of 	 leadership	 is	consistent	with	the	type	of 	 lead-
ership	 that	 women	 have	 been	 advocating	 for	 and	 leading	 in	 for	 years,	 which	
has	gone	unnoticed	only	to	be	claimed	by	a	majority	male	profession.	From	the	
emergence of  this “new” preferred form of  leadership can we deduce that men 
in business are finally listening? Does this mean that America will eventually buy 
into a more “feminine” form of  leadership but only if  it is labeled otherwise? All 
signs	indicate	if 	it	is	endorsed	by	the	Harvard Business Review,	then	perhaps	yes.	
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Haunting	Questions
Several	haunting	questions	 that	have	surfaced	 throughout	 this	process	 involve	
Title IX’s influence on women and sports. If  outdoor adventure program-
ming	 were	 included	 in	 Title	 IX	 regulations,	 would	 women	 have	 better	 ac-
cess? Would there be increased funding for women-specific adventure trips 
or	competitions	(e.g.	adventure	racing)?	Or	would	they	face	similar	barriers	as	
women’s	sports	teams	around	the	country	as	universities	attempt	to	 legally	re-
interpret	 Title	 IX	 to	 prevent	 the	 reallocation	 of 	 funding	 to	 women’s	 sports?
Another	 lingering	 question	 addresses	 infusing	 social	 justice	 and	 true	 diversity	
into the field of  outdoor education. The ability to work with diverse popula-
tions	through	high	adventure	programming	and	trips	is	predicted	to	be	a	high-
ly	 sought	 after	 skill	 (Warren,	 2002).	Why	 then	 are	 classes	 exploring	 the	 expe-
riences	 of 	 people	 of 	 color,	 women,	 the	 queer	 community,	 and	 social	 justice	
still optional in university programs, if  they are offered at all? And finally, if  
higher	 education	 institutions	 refuse	 to	change	 their	 strategies	 to	 include	more	
diverse	 populations	 in	 outdoor	 education	 and	 adventure	 how	 long	 will	 pro-
fessionals	 sit	 idly	 while	 resources	 continue	 to	 primarily	 support	White	 men?
Conclusion
At	 this	point,	not	a	single	generation	of 	women	has	 lived	and	functioned	un-
der	 a	 system	 that	has	 completely	 recognized	 and	 applauded	 their	 various	 sys-
tems.	 Student	 affairs	 professionals	 have	 an	 opportunity	 and	 an	 obligation	 to	
listen	 to	 the	 needs	 and	 expectations	 of 	women	 currently	 in,	 and	 those	 striv-
ing	 to	 be	 in,	 outdoor	 leadership	 and	 adventure.	 Professionals	 can	 support	
women	 in	 outdoor	 leadership	 by	 advocating	 for	 all-women	 programming,	
trips,	 and	 leadership	 opportunities,	 by	 increasing	 awareness	 of 	 the	 myths	
surrounding	 women	 in	 any	 type	 of 	 physical	 activity,	 rethinking	 and	 rede-
veloping	 metaphors	 we	 use	 for	 experiential	 learning,	 and	 fostering	 a	 cam-
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